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BOOK REVIEWS

it should be required reading for all Dante scholars, but especially for Singletonians
or anyone with a mania for allegorizing each verse of the Commedia.
Madison U. Sowell
Brigham Young University
A.

J. Pollard,

The Wars ofthe Roses, St. Martin's Press, 1988.

For many Americans, the image of the so-called Wars of the Roses is that
found in Shakespeare's plays. It is one of violent dynastic civil war in which the
Lancastrian and Yorkist branches of the royal family destroy each other to be replaced by the house of Tudor. Shakespeare's portrayal had come from the Yorkist
explanation of the fifteenth century as an era of anarchy begun by Henry iv's
deposition of Richard II in 1399. While writers, since the fifteenth century, have
examined the Wars of the Roses, only in the past thirty years have the wars come
under intense scrutiny; This recent scholarship forms the foundation for A. J.
Pollard's u2-page essay. The focus of Pollard's consideration of these wars is political; he dearly points out that he is not writing either a military or cultural
history; however, this actually does not exclude these subjects from his discussion.
In five chapters, Pollard examines the wars' historiography, conduct, causes,
magnitude, and aftereffects.
Much of the wars' historiography has been centered on the two topics of their
cause or causes and their impact on fifteenth-century England. Edward IV's characterization of the first sixty years of the century as a period of anarchy arising from
Richard n 's deposition became the core of historical interpretation of the wars
until the 1870s. At the center of this anarchy was dynastic factional civil war. Beginning with J. R. Green in 1874, some historians started to point out that large
segments of the society appeared to have been unaffected by the factional strife
around them. In this century a mountain of historical studies treating the wars has
welled up to assist as well as confront today's students of the period. While present
historians debate the size, character, and impact of the wars, they agree on usit?-g
the term "Wars of the Roses," on not using "Lancastrian" and "Yorkist" to describe the political factions of the day, on discussing the wars as political history,
and on viewing the period 1450-1530 as having a unity.
For Pollard the Wars of the Roses are two in number. The first war had two
stages, 1459-64 and 1469-71, in which the Lancastrian and Yorkist branches of the
royal house fought to control the throne. The second war, 1483-87, pitted York and
Tudor in a struggle for the throne. Both wars included private vendettas (many of
which were outside the royal family's feuds), dynastic conflict, and factional strife
between the "ins" and the "outs." Although all three of these characteristics came
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to have an element of blood feud in chem, recent explanations of the causes of the
wars are concerned with other factors.
To understand the causes of the first war, Pollard notes chat they must be seen
as long-term, short-term, and immediate. The long-term causes are the shift in the
king's relationship with his greater subjects and the role of bastard feudalism in
this. From 1340 the stature of the greater landlords increased, while the central
government's involvement in local affairs decreased, allowing the landed aristocracy to expand control over the countryside. Bastard feudalism, an instrument
employed by the magnates in county affairs, is thought by Pollard to be neutral as
a cause of disorder in the Wars of the Roses. More important was Henry VI' s
ineffectuality as a king. In the short term, the contracting economy and various
financial problems of both the crown and the nobility added to the instability of
the midfifteench century. Then in the 1450s the loss of France brought forth recriminations that undermined Henry VI' s government. In the midst of these,
questions appeared about Henry's right to be king, which questions Richard, duke
of York, finally took up in 1460. The immediate cause is now seen as Henry VI's
incompetence. The basic cause of the second war was Richard of Gloucester's
usurpation of his nephew's throne. Gloucester's action interrupted the recovery of
royal authority that had begun under Edward IV.
Debate has raged over the scale of the wars. U mil a century ago, the portrayal
of the wars was one of massive destruction. More recently, representations that the
campaigning lasted only about thirteen weeks (W. H. Dunham in 1955, andJ. R.
Lander in 1964) have been revised upward to sixty-one weeks by Anthony Goodman. Pollard believes that military activity actually had armies in the field for
periods totaling somewhat over two years. Discussions of the numbers involved
has tended to revise the overall numbers downward so chat armies are now seen as
being small, and at the same time the estimate of the number of nobles who fought
is perceived as being slightly larger than the estimate made twenty years ago.
With Richard m's death at Bosworth came Henry VII's recovery of royal authority that was personal rather than institutional. He, in fact, continued traditional methods of governing that would serve until the 1530s.
At the close of his essay, Pollard calls to our attention chat England was not
alone in suffering a series of civil wars in the middle of the fifteenth century.
Scotland, France, and Spain all had chem, and they appear outwardly quite similar. Pollard raises an extremely important point here chat medievalists should take
note of. The happenings in a single kingdom or region need to be connected with
the wider context of general European experience.
As a historian of the Wydeville family, chis reviewer feels it necessary to mention one minor error that crops up in several places: calling Sir Edward Wydeville
"Earl Rivers" is incorrect, as he never held chis title. On a much more positive
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note, Pollard's little book is recommended reading for all who wish to know the
present state of scholarly research on the Wars of the Roses.
K. G. Madison
Iowa State University

Michael Richter, Medieval Ireland· The Enduring Tradition, St. Martin's Press, 1988.

Medieval Ireland is Michael Richter's English version of Irland im Mittelalter:
Kultur und Geschichte, first published in 1983. This introduction to Irish histoty from
earliest times to 1500 provides what the author calls "an alternative view of Irish
history in the Middle Ages" (x).
After a brief introduction of the Celts, Richter moves into the main portion of
the book: early Ireland (before ca. A. O. 500), Ireland in the first part of the Middle
Ages (ca. A.O. 500-1100), and Ireland in the second part of the Middle Ages (ca.
1100-1500). The first section concerns early Ireland when it was ruled by numerous
kings with varying amounts of power and territory. Especially important was the
rise of the Ui Neill clan, which rose to power over several centuries without, however,
ever gaining control over all oflreland. The second section concentrates primarily
on the arrival and growth of Christianity. Much of the very early period is surrounded by myth and contradictions, which Richter tries to explain. He also discusses the foundations of monasteries and some of the most famous Irish monks,
especially Colum Cille and Columbanus, and the eighth-century Church reforms.
The last section shows the English influence in the High and late Middle
Ages, discussing modern conflicts between Irish and English interpretations of
Irish history and testing Richter's claim to an account more balanced than either
an Irishman or Englishman could provide. The section covers the position of
Ireland as a center of pilgrimage and trade, something often not realized by those
who see it as an outlying area beyond Europe and England. The last third of the
book is devoted to the period under English rule. The rule was not complete, nor
were the structures implemented for it adequate, since no new offices were created
to meet the different needs of ruling Ireland. Richter makes the point that it is not
surprising that the system failed in the long run; rather, it is surprising that it
worked as long as it did. Of great importance was the fact that there was no ruler
regularly present, nor were competent bureaucrats sent there or left there to rule.
England's struggles with F ranee drew its attention from Ireland and offered greater
profit. Under the Tudors and the Stuarts, Ireland was finally conquered and became
a colony.
A book as brief as this can give no more than an overview oflrish history, but
it provides the reader with an excellent and readable introduction to that history.

